Abstract
Introduction
The interpretations and discourses of dress and sexual harassment, gender and sexuality to be foregrounded in this article do not exist within a hermetically sealed space exclusive to viewers and the media texts they experience. Instead, they circulate within communities, and are inflected variously in many salient social practices. Comments made by young Bombay film-goers during interviews suggest strongly that female attire, 'virginity', sexual exploration and sexual violence remain issues of key significance both in life and films 1 . In Bombay, the onus for remaining chaste is almost uniformly placed upon girls and women, while young men are known to engage, covertly, in a multitude of exploratory sexual practices and, sometimes, sexual violence without attracting much or any public censure.
However, excitement and/or anxiety about sexual feelings and encounters appear to be shared features of young viewers' talk. A number of academic studies in recent years have sought to map attitudes to aspects of community practice with regard to gender and sexual relationships amongst youth in India (Abraham, 1999 (Abraham, , 2002 Sodhi and Verma, 2000) . Leena Abraham's work on the health implications of heterosexual peer networks and relationships amongst college students in Bombay offers some pertinent background for the heterosexual relationships and representations discussed here.
The disparity in sexual experience between young men and women in Bombay, Abraham argues, is linked in some way to the 'normative heterosexuality' prevalent in Hindi films.
She then points to the prescriptive nature of the 'true love' relationship as portrayed in
Hindi films 'where it revolves around sexual desires, fantasies that are explicitly erotic at times, but stops short of transgressing the normative boundary of sexual intercourse ' (2002, p347 ). Sodhi and Verma, meanwhile, conclude their paper on 'sexual coercion' among unmarried adolescents in a Delhi slum with the finding that '[c]inema plays a role in perpetuating gender stereotypes, by encouraging girls to idealise the notion of "true love"
and encouraging boys to seek sexual gratification ' (2000, p93 
Framing the study
The data explored here was gathered over a period of two and half years -September 2000
to March 2003 -and Sonali's reiteration of the idea that self-censorship in dress achieves nothing in a milieu where being female is coded as being sexual prey leads her to make connections between Sonali's scorn is directed at big budget films that, to her, assert hegemonic or dominant patriarchal discourses about the ways in which 'Indian' women should conduct themselves when in the presence of elders or strangers and, as a corollary, any spectators.
Expected 'feminine' behaviours are, as usual, inscribed in clothing, which is itself an expression of cultural practice and may be an expression of cultural control (Thapan, 1997, p173) . Challenging those who would maintain this control, Preeta, in Bombay, not only admitted that she enjoyed wearing 'western' clothing but said that she did so precisely because of what she saw as the transgressive, alluring, sexual and 'come hither' associations that they have acquired via their use in Hindi films. Her open enjoyment of male attention and her pride in her own body was, she asserted, better gratified by tight Tshirts, fitting jeans, and low-cut tops than by the salwar khameezes she routinely wore to the Gurudwara for prayers. 'It looks very sexy. That's why I'm wearing it right now' she told me, pointing to her frilly sleeveless top and tight stretch pants. Preeta's participation, without fear, in a discourse of desire, arousal, pursuit and sexuality -through an iconography of clothing in which films, unknown 'others' and her own body are actively engaged -cannot but complicate a view of 'western' attire on the Hindi film screen as functioning in a system of erotic meaning that is entirely for the pleasure of male viewers.
In fact, I suggest, whatever may apparently be said in public contexts, and regardless of the film-makers' dubious motives for rendering such representations for public consumption, it is too simplistic to think of most female viewers as offended by or even always averse to stereotypically 'sexualised' depictions of women's bodies in Hindi films.
Jasmine, however, clearly linked sexual harassment in a film to the clothing worn by a heroine:
[S]he seems like a useless, helpless object, waiting to be rescued. So we see huge groups in long shots. We see close ups showing the fear in her eyes. Karishma in Raja
Hindustani when she wears 'that' red dress.
[English]
The sequence referred to by Jasmine in this extract, which depicts the negative response of a young villager when the educated and city-bred woman he loves appears in public in his small town wearing a sexy red dress instead of the obligatory salwar-kurta, is one about which I have written in greater detail elsewhere (Banaji, 2002) .
INSERT FIGURES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE
The fact that the heroine is then harassed by a group of local hooligans precipitates the gentle hero into an unexpected and shocking show of violence, purportedly in defence of her 'honour'. Jasmine's rendering of the scene has clothing being used as a triple pretext:
firstly for men in the film to pick on the woman, secondly for the not so subtle warning to young women about what wearing such dresses might do to them and thirdly, for the hero to rescue the heroine. Several of the young male viewers I interviewed were keen to differentiate between clothing appropriate to a 'good wife' and that which might be worn at other times to excite the interest of men. Azhar's multiple and casual sexist comments in this exchange -from 'I dressed her', 'I made her wear' to '[b]efore I didn't care if men said things about her' -would be almost comic, were they not so alarmingly similar to those I heard or heard of in numerous other interviews with both young male and female viewers.
Debates around dress in Hindi films have most frequently centred round themes of nudity and/or exposure. Arguments that are either anti-western in their gist or feminist in their intent have coincided in condemning the Indian media in general and Hindi cinema in particular for portrayals of women in tight-fitting, short, low-cut or transparent attire (Bagchi, 1996; Gahlot, 2003; Nair, 2002, p53) . My intention here is not to deny the strength of negative feeling that on-screen female exposure calls forth within the Indian populace and the intelligentsia, nor, necessarily, to label all such feeling either mere prudishness or anti-western rhetoric. I simply wish to signal that in their own talk about clothing and nudity, 'exposure' and 'covering up' young people go beyond the parameters set up by most existing debates. Implicitly, by coding nudity and overt bodily exposure as 'sexual', fully clothed bodies may be relegated to an asexual realm that they, in truth, do not inhabit.
Both campaigners against scantily dressed representations of women and, perhaps, some filmmakers themselves, may well be missing crucial aspects of audiences' enjoyment of Hindi films and of human sexuality.
Might it not be the case that, in some instances, the bodies of women and girls displayed in latex and lycra, swimming costumes, rent blouses, mini-skirts and sheer fabrics become or are, to sections of the public, less sexual than images of women in flowing sarees and pure white salwar khameezes with high collars and full sleeves?
In relation to Jane Campion's film, The Piano, Stella Bruzzi argues that 'superficially restrictive clothes function as equivocal signifiers, acting both as barriers to sexual expression and as the very means of reaching sexual fulfilment' (Bruzzi, 1997, p38 demeaning to the female characters in films -part of the construction of a men's culture of 'dirty talk' and 'dirty thoughts' about women that makes even urban India such a difficult place to live on terms of equality with men 4 -is too simplistic. Although one point of such scenes may be precisely to provoke the sexual and potentially sexist and 'objectifying' 5 response Gautham described -or a similar one -such interludes and representations, which invite viewers into a spectacle where clothing, suggested nudity and transferred kissing (the kissing of objects, hands, necks and abdomens instead of lips), provide much needed 'fantasy' space (Kakar, 1990, p27) for segments of the audience such as adolescents or young women. One young lesbian viewer, Abhi, from a working-class family, told me that she uses reactions during discussions about actresses' bodies (breasts, hips and thighs) to gauge whether her friends might be open to hearing about her sexuality. Two young male viewers talked of their pleasure in male bodies on screen, their romantic identification with heroines and their crushes on leading actors.
Thirdly, it is also worth recollecting that even such fantasy spaces are not seen as wholesome or legitimate in a social setting that denies 'common people' the right to have sexual fantasies outside of marriage and that, in addition, refuses the time and the opportunity for such fantasies to many women, even if they are married (Thapan, 1997, p186) . Such awareness may lead one to understand more clearly the reasons why, even when the audiences may not deny their pleasure in a film's erotic moments, the directors cloud the issues of sex and sexuality by disavowing the sexual undercurrents in their films via the use of dance sequences, ultra-conservative dialogues and patriarchal/conformist alterations in character.
INSERT FIGURES 3 AND 4 HERE Whose pleasure? The enjoyable objectification of bodies on screen
Commenting on what she sees as the chameleon ability of the commercial Hindi film to gratify desires that it appears to condemn, Asha Kasbekar argues that once it has 'established its moral credentials' and 'sworn its allegiance to the official, idealised version of Indian womanhood, the Hindi film then dedicates itself to soliciting the prurient gaze by offering … the woman as an erotic object in the song and dance sequences ' (2001, p294) .
She later insists that, 'by declaring it to be only make-believe, a pretence, the strategy of level, some female viewers may well object to the depictions of female bodies on screen: I myself have done so on several occasions. However, surely the idea that a woman on screen is more 'objectified' when she wiggles her hips and has her cleavage zoomed in on by the camera than when she serves a man his food or covers her head chastely in front of her in-laws is ludicrous. Nevertheless, the word 'objectification' does not crop up in critical commentaries nearly as frequently in connection to head-covering or cooking by women in films as it does in relation to wet scenes and scanty clothing.
Even Jasmine, who comes closest to a position typical of the Indian feminist movement in the nineteen-eighties and nineties 7 , moves from explicit condemnations of the vulgarity and sexism that she sees as inherent in screen portrayals of semi-clothed women -'It is very patriarchal and sexist' -to a more light-hearted enthusiasm for the provocative, sexual allurement available to her and her female friends:
I can't deny that the portrayal of a man's body often turns me on, especially when accompanied by music. I am not shy about this attraction either. I wouldn't use the word 'turn-on' in front of my parents but I have often 'oohed' and 'aahed'. I remember how
Hrithik's portrayal in the dance sequences absolutely floored me in Kaho Na Pyar Hai.
After watching this, my friends were discussing how his biceps should be transplanted to
At one level, Jasmine's movement from condemnation of 'objectification' to empathy with such objectification is characteristic of a number of discussions of sexual issues by young Hindi film viewers and indicates both the shifts and reassessments taking place during an interview and the tendency of confident young viewers to condemn others for doing what they are proud of doing themselves. At another level, her assertion that she was 'absolutely floored' suggests a palpable and confident sexuality.
Rahul, a 21-year-old metal worker in Bombay, was open about his discontent with current social practice and rhetoric on sex and sexual depictions:
Rahul: I think somehow that Hindi films indirectly do want to show sex, they do, they go almost the whole way and then pull back for fear of public opinion or censors, like the kiss in Raja Hindustani and other scenes. But in real life, the public is miles ahead of the movies in terms of sex. They're doing everything that the films aren't showing yet, believe me! There is media where you can see it. Come on, there are so many sex channels that people can secretly or privately watch. There is the page three in mid-day, the 'mid-day mate'. Some people say in public, 'Dirt! What rubbish!' but alone they exclaim, 'Wah! Wah!' [Wow!] People never want to be seen thinking about sex. I do want to read proper sex books but they are hardly available. So we rely on gossip and on the advice of friends. My friends call me a coward because I haven't had it [sex] yet.
SB:
How do you feel about a girl who has had sex before marriage?
Rahul: Look, I don't want her to feel that she has fallen in her own eyes. That's it. SB: I'm getting the impression that for some of you sex is completely separate and romance is completely separate.
Preeta: Ya, it is. In life it comes together. But in films -no. [English & Hindi] In the viewing trajectory that Preeta describes, 'blue' movies and internet sex sites play an equally important role, apparently introducing not only Preeta -who is herself from a conservative lower-middle-class family -but also her Muslim best friend, and up to eight other female friends of theirs, to various images of sexual intercourse that they, according to Preeta, have not considered before and have not encountered in Hindi films.
Conclusion
Overall, an equal number of young men and women in my sample, springing equally from different religious and class contexts, dwelt at length and with sustained interest on the romantic narratives and the sexual undercurrents of a range of Hindi films. In this context, Preeta's description of watching her first commercial pornographic film as 'Wonderful -it was wonderful' must serve as a caution that generalisations, which categorise all male viewers of Hindi films as more focused on sex and the erotic than their female counterparts who, perhaps, are seen to await the moral subtexts or the romance in films, do little justice to the complexities of viewing communities or (South Asian male and female) relationships and desire. Clearly, then, while depictions of romance and sexuality in Hindi films may invite a limited range of interpretations they call forth a much wider range of responses and engagements from young viewers. Indeed, social circumstances (which include experiences of sex, pornography and/or romance) and political views always inflect meanings made from film representations of love and the body.
The notion that Indian women viewers, more than their male counterparts, require 'treats' in the form of emotional dialogues, fashionable clothing or moral retribution to compensate them for the sequences in which screen bodies are 'sexualised' and displayed supposedly for men's pleasure 9 does not sit comfortably with testimony by viewers in my sample. In at least half of my interviews more fierce and forceful objections were raised to the sequences in which women were represented as being foolish, servile, docile and obedient -all supposedly the moral window-dressing allowing women's continued engagement with these films -than to those in which men and women danced suggestively or in which women's bodies were glimpsed through their clothes. In fact, despite frequent comments suggesting a consensus that film-makers may cynically attempt to appeal to groups of male viewers by displaying actresses' bodies in flimsy garments, in a number of cases, interviewees of both genders chose to dwell at length on their own enjoyment of dances,
clothing and bodies on screen.
Defining 'objectification' in terms of female nudity/sexualised representation misses the point about how viewers choose to respond to the invitations of films. It also begs the question about which representations are not 'objectifying'. Clearly, one must acknowledge, the criteria for labelling a representation chauvinist are not bound up solely with the perception of that representation by the represented group. However, calls for fewer and more sanitised depictions of the body on screen pre-empt learning and debate and reduce viewers' fantasy space. It is worthwhile remembering that while the knowledge that in India 'the common man' is going 'wild in his imagination' thinking of curvaceous heroines under waterfalls may not necessarily fill some of us with a sense of ease and security, the possibility that 'the common woman' might also be doing the same thing about representations of either male or female bodies must surely give one pause for thought and signal the importance of avoiding simplistic calls for censorship in debates over 'acceptable' and 'unacceptable' screen representations.
Notes
5 The question which springs foremost to mind is whether all sexual desire is not to some extent inevitably 'objectifying' and, if it is, then what objectification actually means in each of its contexts of use. For instance, can any look be construed as 'sexual' and hence objectifying? Or, are certain types of look designated thus in order to pathologise the 'looking' done by 'others'? 6 Kathy Myers argues that 'There is a sense in which sight and perception necessarily entail objectification in order to conceptualise and give meaning to the object of our gaze ' (1995, p267) . Furthermore, she insists, 'we have to clarify whether it is the process of necessary objectification entailed in perception which we object to … or the meaning it carries for women under specific patriarchal formations ….' 7 See Shohini Ghosh (1999) on censorship and the feminist movement; also Mary E. John (2001).
8 A sequence during which the Indian hero first pretends to have had sex with the heroine, when she was under the influence of alcohol, and then reassures her of her chastity. 9 Kasbekar 2001, p305 
